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DIVYASTRAS OF THE KURUKSETRA WAR 

BY 

DIPAVALI DEBROY 
I 

This paper discusses divyastras used in the Kuruk$etra War . * 1 * * The 
word astra is used in the paper not in its root-sense of an object that Is 
thrown, but in the more general sense of any weapon.* Divya (divl bhavafi ; 
yat ) is any object whose genesis is in the firmament or div. Divyastras are 
thus commonly understood to mean divine, celestial or suprahuman weapons, 
fantastic and wonderful in nature. 

Sdme weapons have explicitly been referred to as divyastras. There 
are other weapons which have not explicitly beeu referred to as divyastras, 
but are clearly of that category. Amongst these are Arjuna’s bow gdntflva* 
his conchshell-trumpet devadatta and his inexhaustible quiver.* Droga’s 
bow obtained from Angiras is also clearly a divyastra, although not explicitly 
mentioned as such . 4 The adjectives brahma and mantra have also sometimes 
been applied to divyastras. In many cases they were given distinctive names, 


1 References are from (he Critical Edition of the Mahabhorata, B. O. R. Institute, 
Poona, except where otherwise stated. References are mainly, though not exclusively, 

from Drona-parvan* For, as S. K. De’s Introduction to the Critical Editioo of 
Drona-parvan says ( p. xv ), this is the parvan which devotes the most extensive and 
exclusive attention to warfare. A citation like 7.150.2 give* the number of the 
parvan, the adliyTlya and the sloba, in that order. 

* See D. jjDebroy, •• Weapons of the Kuruksetra War" Annals, B. O. R. Institute, 
Poona, VoL LXV, 1984. p. 195. 

* 1.216.1-7, 2.3.7, 3.41.4,7.80 31. * 7.164.122. 
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after distinct devas or gods. Such for example were brahmastra , vByavyas* 
tra , aindrastra , varunastra, tvaftra, agneyQslra, paSupala, vajra, aditya, 
gandharvdstra, jyotifa , mahendrdstra, yBmya , savitrdstra and prajapatya , 

The divydstras were distinctive not only in name, but also in chara¬ 
cter. They were not shot in groups or droves like arrows, but only one at a 
time. A single divyBstra could however engender a multiplicity of other 
weapons. For example, agneyBstra created Saravrffl and Saraugha* Iron 
balls, iataghnls , cakras , razors and other objects shaped like weapons issued 
out of ndrByanBstra* A thousand illusions were created by tvaffra . 7 Agne- 
ydstra, tvB$tra and brahmastra could light fires, varunastra could release 
floods of water, vByavyastra could raise storms, tvd?(ra and gandharvastra 
could create delusions. Dlvya weapons could effectively counter other 
weapons, including other dlvya ones. For example, Dropa’s agneySstra was 
countered by Arjuna’s varunastra* ASvatthamfl’s dgneyastra by Arjuna's 
brahmastra * Dropa’s brahmastra by the brahmastras of Arjuna and Yudhi- 
$thira , 10 Drona’s aindrastra and prajapatya by Yudhisthira’s mahendrBstra } 1 
The uncounterablc ndrdyandstra was countermanded to some extent by 
varupdstra. 1 * Divya weapons generally had to be countered by other ditya 
weapons, although rare instances to the contrary do exist. For example, 
Dropa's varunastra , yamya , Bgneydstra, tvBf/ra and pdlupata were coun¬ 
tered by Yudhi§(hira with weapons that are not mentioned to be divya in 
oature . 18 Dlvya weapons could also dispel the effects of mByB. Arjuna’s 
yotifa and aditya weapons destroyed the darkness and deluge created by 
Sakuni’s rndyB. 1 * Karpa too destroyed with a dlvya weapon ihe mountain 
of weapons created by Gha|otkaca’s mdva . 16 Divya weapons have not 
merely wounded, but have killed as well. They were extremely lethal . 16 

Among divya weapons, brahmastra and vByavydstra were used oftener 
than the others . 17 Certain dlvya weapons like vaisnavdstra , nBrByandstra 


» 7.31.52,7.132.22, 7.172.16. 6 7.170.19-20. 1 7.18.11. 

8 7.73.45-48. * 7.172.32-33. « 7.131 35. 7.163.46. 11 7. 132.31-32. 

» 7.171. 11 18 7.13129-30. 7.29.15-25. 16 7. 150.69, 104. 

18 The fatality index of a weapon can be de6ned as the number of times a weapon 
actually kills divided by the number of times it merely wounds. See Debroy op, cit, 
Divya weapons merely wounded 14 times and killed 13 times in Drona-parvan , 
thus yielding a fatality index of .93. To retain comparability with the earlier paper, 
this fatality index was computed from the Aryasastra edition of the MahabhTirata. 

H in decreasing order of frequency were brahmastra, v&yavyllstra, v3 runOstra, 
tvSstra, agneyastra and pasupata. The rarest divya weapons were 3 ditya, 
gandharvastra, jyotisa , manfrasfra, yQmya. sSvitrSstra, prlljBpatya, mahen- 
drilstra, vaisuavSstra, mtinavastra, sarvvBstraghatin, nartlyanllstra and 

ekaghni. 

^ * 
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and ekaghnJ were unique and were used only once. Bhagadatta obtained 
the infallible and invincible vaifnavastra through Narak9sura. He charged 
an arikuSa with it and hurled the weapon at Arjuna. Since vaisnavastra 
was infallible, Kr$Qa stood in front of Arjuna and received the weapon 
himself. On hitting KRpa’s chest, the weapon was transformed into a 
garland of flowers. 18 Another unique weapon was the terrible eight-wheeled 
aSant that Ghafotkaca flung at Karna. It was gigantic and spiked all over 
like a kadamba flower. Kama caught it in mid-air and hurled it back at 
Ghafotkaca, upon which it burnt up Ghatotkaca’s horses, chariot and cha¬ 
rioteer and entered the earth. 19 Also unique was the Sakti that was given to 
Karna by Indra. Kama had carefully preserved it for Arjuna, but was for¬ 
ced to expend it on Ghafotkaca. The iaktl was luminous and had paias 
attached to it. Its throwing was accompanied by thunder and storms and 
upon killing Ghafotkaca, the weapon vanished glowing into the night sky. 
As the name ekaghnl indicates, the weapon could only kill once and could 
not be applied twice. Without it, Karna became a snake hypnotised, a Are 
quenched. 10 

Srutayudha had, through his mother, the river Parn9$9, obtained a 
divya mace from VaruQa. It had the property that if employed on someone 
not involved in the fight, it would destroy the person who had employed it. 
Used on Kr?na, it destroyed Srutayudha himself. 11 Drorta had fortified 
Duryodhana with a divya talisman made of gold. This talisman had had a 
long chain of transfers before it eventually came to Duryodhana. It was 
given by MahcSvara to Indra, by Indra to Afigiras, by Ahgiras to Brhaspati, 
by Brhaspati to AgniveSya, by AgniveSya to Drona and by Drona to 
Duryodhana. 18 Arjuna knew that this talisman could be penetrated only by 
manavSstra, which had been made by Brahma and had been given to Arjuna 
by Indra. When mSnavSstra was countered by sarvdstraghattn astra, Arjuna 
could not use mdnavSstra a second time, since a second application would 
only have served to destroy Arjuoa and his soldiers. 88 

Also remarkable was nSrayapSstra , a weapon made by the gods. 
DroQa bad obtained this weapon from N9rayapa himself and had given it to 
A$vatth9m5. Its usage was accompanied b> darkness, rough winds, the 
turbulence of the ocean and the trembling of the earth. It scattered fiery 


7. 28. 16-17, 26-34 19 7. 150. 90-92. 

«o 7.154. 51-62, 7. 155. 11-22. 11 7. 67. 43-53. 

n 7. 69. 34-35, 66-67. 6. 69. 66 and 6. 69.69 indicate that the bavaca had to be worn 
after the necessary incantations had been made, 
sa 7.78. 18-23. Also see, 550* and 551*, 



4 


Annals BORI t LXVII (1986 ) 


arrows and lumps of iron, cakras with blades, *ataghnis with wheels and 
other objects shaped like weapons. Narayanastra had a remarkable feature. 
It grew in power when and wherever PSgdava soldiers were fighting. It was 
said of the weapon that it keeps its user burning with its force or energy, 
takes whatever shape the user desires, destroys all weapons over and over 
again and tortures and kills the enemy, even those who were avadhya ; it 
does not return without killing the enemy even if the enemy flees under¬ 
ground. It was also said that those who try to counter the weapon or even 
think of fighting it, are bound to be killed. Narayanastra could be checked 
only if the enemy left his chariots, horses, elephants and .weapons, descen¬ 
ded to the ground, gave up all physical and mental resistance to the weapon 
and sought the refuge of the user with folded palms. ASvatthSma assumed 
that no one in the PSn^ava camp knew how to apply, check or control 
narayanastra. Krsna, however, knew the solution and by imparting this 
valuable knowledge to the PBndava camp saved it from certain destruction. 
Everyone, including Arjuna, accordingly discarded weapons, descended to 
the ground and surrendered to the enemy. The sole person who refused was 
Bhlma and the entire vlrya and tejas of the weapon descended on him. Fire 
encircled his body and his chariot. And as he showered arrows and bello¬ 
wed war-cries, the weapon continued to increase in power. Kr?ga and 
Arjuna protected themselves with vayavyQstra and forcibly dragged Bhlma 
down to the ground, upon which narayanastra was pacified. AfivatthSmB 
could not use it a second time, since on a second application narayanastra 
destroyed the user . 14 

ASvatlhSma thereupon took up a luminous agneyastra t the likes of 
which had not been seen or heard of earlier. The use of this was accompa¬ 
nied by the fall of comets and the roll of thunder. It showered arrows and 
reduced to ashes an entire ak?auhinl of soldiers, horses, chariots and ele¬ 
phants. This agneyastra was finally extinguished by Arjuna’s brahmastra .» 

Along with these impressive weapons, another distinctive power used 
in the Kuruksetra war consisted of maya. Using maya t warriors fought 
from the sky or from under the water, showered blood, thunder, lightning 
and weapons, created darkoess, animals and rakfasas , transformed them¬ 
selves into elemental and animal forms and spread delusions. Since the 
empirical evidenec on maya is meagre, we will concentrate on the divyastras 
as outlined above, rather than on maya. 


« 7.166. 37, 43-44, 47, 48, 50, 60, 7. 167. 1-6, 7. 170. 16-21, 7. 171.27. 
2® 7.172.14-34. 
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What is one to make of these dlvya weapons ? A well-entrenched 
opiniou about these weapons is that they were the products of poetic imagi¬ 
nation and were never actually used by men of flesh and blood. Talboys 
Wheeler described “ weapons of a supernatural character, such as arrows 
producing fire, water, venom, diseases, tempests and other extra-ordiuary 
phenomena ” as “ Brahmanical exaggerations”, and held that such “ magi¬ 
cal ** weapons “ could only have existed in the wild imagination of Brahraa- 
nical bards who were totally ignorant of the practice of war ”. M Sankalia 
has called weapons like agneydstra and vdyavydstra “ all imaginary ” for the 
following reason : 41 ... had the use of astras been common, we would not 
have been worsted in any war against a foreign invader. Therefore it is my 
considered view that astras are mythical .*” 7 

It is entirely legitimate to argue that the divyastras were imaginary or 
mythical and that they represented gross exaggerations whereby man’s 
observations on the forces of nature led him to ascribe supranormal and 
supernormal characteristics to pedestrian weapons. We would however 
argue that the proposition that divyastras were imaginary has nothing 
whatsoever to do with the proposition that divydstras were in common use. 
It is fairly obvious that these are two distinct logical propositions. The 
quote from Sankalia given above is irrelevant if one wishes to establish that 
divydstras were imaginary. We would go even further and argue that 
Sankalia’s statement is a misrepresentation of the evidence available in the 
Mahabharata. The Mahdbhdrata makes it abundantly clear that divyastras 
were never in common use. 

In contrast to the Talboys Whecler-Sankalia view that divya weapons 
were mythical, there is a less-established view that goes to the opposite 
extreme. The Talboys Whecler-Sankalia school does not deny the wonder¬ 
ful properties ascribed to divydstras. In fact, their argument that these 
weapons were mythical depends on the existence of these wonderful pro¬ 
perties. The alternative view argues that divydstras were real, but were not 
. wonderful or mysterious weapons. 


a ® J. Talboys Wheeler. India of the Vedic Age, With Reference To The Maha- 
bhZrata, Vol. I, The History of India, Cosmo Publications, Delhi, 1973. 

17 H. D. Sankalia, Ramayana Myth or Reality, People's Publishing House, New Delhi, 
1975. Particularly pp. 15-16,60. Sankalia used the word astra in the sense of 
“ magical weapons ”. It has been argued in Debroy op. cit. that this is not the sense 
in which the Mahabharata used the word astra. 



6 


Annals B0R1, LXVII ( 1986 ) 


Vaidya used both arguments .* 8 On the one hand he argued that, 
41 Astras ... were however nothing but arrows shot by the car-warriors. No 
other earthly missile than an arrow is shown as having been used as an 
Astra. The skill of the archer was therefore there and what he did was to 
recite some Mantras which are said to have been contained in the Dhanur- 
veda and to invest the arrow he was using with particular supernatural 
power. ,,2# Divyastras were therefore real weapons. We however also have 
the statement that, " These divine weapons were thus not used ordinarily 
and we may therefore conveniently take it that for all practical purposes 
they did not exist. ” M 

The thesis which underplays the wonderful properties of divyastras 
and tries to establish them as real is best developed in Roy .* 1 Roy consi¬ 
dered the dgneya, brahma and brahmaiiras weapons of the A fahabharata and 
the agneya, alflka, garuda , saura and brahma weapons of the Rdmayana to 
be variations of an arrow with tire set to its tip. He pointed out that agnl- 
banas or fire-tipped arrows were profusely shot in the Kuruksetra War and 
that they were a mdnu?a astro or human weapon rather than a divya-astra or 
divine weapon. He noted that the Mahabharata , in describing the prepara¬ 
tions for the war, had mentioned that water, sand and dust were stored in 
the field of battle, thus indicating that it was expected that fires would break 
out in the course of the war. A similar attempt to explain divyastras as 
fire-tipped arrows is also found in Mukherji's work which holds that 
weapons like agneya and vdyavya M were probably arrows to which different 
names had been given. Agnibana might possibly have been arrows to the 
tip of which was fastened a combustible substance wrapped in cloth or 
something else and set on flames .” 18 This thesis would divest divyastras of 
all mystery and deny them their wonderful character. We find this thesis to 
be unacceptable on a number of counts. 

We do not deny that fire-tipped arrows were used in the Kuruk§etra 
War. The preparations for battle did include the storage of oil, sand, wax, 


ss C. V. Vaidya, lipic India Or India As Described In The Mahabharata And The 
RUmayana. Mrs. Radhabai Atmaram Sagoon, Bombay. 1907. Particularly, pp. 252- 
253. Here too, astra and divyastra have been equated with one another, although 
such an identification is absent in the MahabhOrata. 

« Ibid , p. 253. 80 Ibid, p. 254. 

ii J. C. Roy, Dhanurveda. Visva Bharati, pp. 29, 37 (in Bengali .). Also see, J. C. Roy. 

“Fire Arms in Ancient India", Indian Historical Quarterly, Vol. 8, p. 268. 

81 T. B. Mukherji, Inter-State Relations In Ancient India, Meenakshi Prakashan, 
1967, pp. 36-37, 57. 
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clarified butter and oil-soaked cloth. 8 * Arrows have been explicitly descri¬ 
bed as dlpta , 84 mahB)vQla t n pradlpta ,** jvalat* 1 agniiikhakara 88 and agni - 
sank a ia 99 Bhagadatta’s elephant was trained so as not to be scared of 
fires. 48 Arrows not referred to as divya had powers of lighting fires or of 
burning the enemy. 41 Weapons which were clearly not arrows have also been 
described as incandescent. 4 * A iakti has been described as burning and 
giving off sparks. 43 


It is true that many of the divya weapons are explicitly stated to have 
been arrows shot from bows. Such for example, were agneya t u varuna , 41 
paiupata , 48 tvtiftraf 7 vayavya 48 and manava . 49 Narayanastra had rained 
arrows. 40 It has been suggested that even the brahmaiiras or aiflka , which 
was a reed charged with incantations by ASvatthSma, was nothing but an 
arrow made out of reeds. 41 The weapon charged with divya-mantra that 
killed Jayadratha was also an arrow, since it was discharged from gandlva . 4 * 
As against this, it is quite clear that divya weapons like Karya’s ekaghnl 
iakti, Ghafotkaca's aianl , SrutSyudha's gada and Bhagadatta's aftkuia 
charged as vaifnavastra were not arrows. Narayanastra had rained not only 
arrows, but other weapons as well. 48 It is important to bear in mind that 
the meanings of words do change. Even where the dhanufi and iara or 
bdpa are explicitly mentioned, they need not have been bows and arrows as 
we understand them today. Dhanuh from y/dhan is anything that makes a 
sound, as is vdna from y/vap. They could have been any projected missile 
and the associated booster that make a noise during the process of projec¬ 
tion. gara from y/if is anything that kills and sdyaka from y/so is any¬ 
thing that destroys, lsu from y/if anything that traverses a considerable 
distance. Etymologically, there is nothing to identify them with contem¬ 
porary images of bows and arrows. A second argument against the fire- 
tipped arrow hypothesis is the fact that nowhere is the actual act of setting 
fire to a weapon, divya or otherwise, explicitly mentioned. In the case of 
weapons which were humdrum in nature, it might be argued that the weapon 
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5. 152. 5-10. 

7.92. 37-38. 

7.143. 21-22. 

7. 98.31. 

7. 30.19, 7. 31. 45-46, 52. 
7. 67. 65. 

7. 73. 48, 7. 163. 28-29. 

7. 18.9-11, 7. 163. 28-29- 
7. 78. 21-22 and 55!.* 


84 7.15.3. 

30 7. 143.21-22. 

« 7.79.30. 

40 7.27.5-6. 

4 * 7.101.57. 

44 7. 31. 52. 7. 73. 48. 7. 132. 22. 7. 172.16. 
48 7.163.28-29. 

48 7. 163.28-29. 

40 7.170.16-20. 


S. Bhaltacharya, mahUbhTiratera samSja (in Bengali), p. 505 
7.121. 20-32. 5* 7.170.16-20. 
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was considered to be so unimportant that such detailed description was 
unwarranted. But in the case of important divya weapons, such an explana¬ 
tion will simply not do. The action of charging a weapon by touching it is 
explicitly mentioned in the case of agneydstr a 54 and ndrdyandstra ,** as is the 
incantation of mantras in the case of dgneydistra,** mdnavdstra , 57 vaifnavd- 
stra * 6 and the arrow that killed Jayadratha. 6 ® There is no reason why such 
a crucial detail like the setting an arrow on fire in the case of divydstrai 
would have been left out. The absence of any such mention implies the 
absence of such an action at all being performed. 

The effects achieved by Gha|otkaca’s vajra and ASvatthamfi’s 
nardyapdstra and dgneyastra are far in excess of what a fire-tipped arrow 
could have achieved. Gha(otkaca’s vajra had burnt up a chariot, the horses 
and the charioteer. Ndrdyandstra and dgneyastra burnt up horses of 
PSij^ava soldiers. The effects were quite disproportionate to those of single 
fire-tipped arrows. Moreover, the effects were not those of mere burning, 
they were those of large-scale explosions. When ndrdyandstra was used, 
there was darkness, thunder, earthquake, the splitting asunder of mountains, 
the creation of currents of wind carrying drops of water, the reversal of 
flows of rivers and turbulence in the ocean . 60 ASvatthfimfi's dgneyastra 
brought thunder, darkness, showers of arrows, blood and comets, a smoky 
and pale sun, hot air, scalding pools of water, the burning up of aquatic 
creatures, the throwing up of snakes, the screaming of cows and crows and 
a circular potion of the elements . 61 Dropa’s brahmdstra scared away the 
bhutas and created earthquakes, storms and oceanic turbulence . 61 When 
ASvatthama discharged brahmailras, there was a terrible noise in the firma¬ 
ment, lightning struck, comets fell, the earth and all its creatures trembled 
and Vyflsa announced that in a land where a brahmdstra was countered by 
a divyastra, there would be a drought for twelve years. 6 * It is not as if 
divyastras merely had powers to burn and explode. Vdyavyastra could 
create storms that swept away soldiers like dry leaves , 64 vdrundstra could 
quench the fires of agnsydstra and to a limited extent that of ndrdyandstra ;•* 
jyotisa could dispel darkness , 66 tvdstra and gandharvdstra could hypnotise 
and delude . 67 Roy has suggested that vdrundstra could have been a small 
machine used to fling water 68 and Mukherji has declared it to be, in the 


64 7. 172. 14 

86 7.172. 15. 

66 7.28.16-34. 

60 7. 167. 1-6. 

«* 7.163.43-44. 

84 7.18.22-23. 

87 7.18.11, 7.44.22-24 


66 7.166.60. 

87 7. 78. 22 and 551 • 

80 7.121.30-31. 

81 7. 172. 14-31. 

88 10.14.7-10,10.15.23. 

88 7. 171. 12. 60 7.29.15-25, 

85 Roy, op. cit. 



DlPAVALI DEBROY ! Divyastras of the Kurukjetra War 


9 


context of the Ramayana , an engine or machine used to produce a gust of 
wind . 68 Roy has suggested that vByavyastra was a contraption used to 
produce clouds of smoke . 70 Mukherji has argued that since aiani and vajra 
both mean lightning, these weapons could have been some form of elec¬ 
trical energy. 7 * Such explanations attempt to reconcile the evidence of the 
Mahabharata with what is known of historical reality, and in the process, 
distort the evidence of the Mahabharata. 

The evidence of the Mahabharata makes It quite clear that divya 
weapons were in a class quite apart from that of non -divya weapons. 
AgneyBstra , narByanBstra and tvBstra could eogender missiles, ekaghnl could 
follow a predetermined path back to Indra and a predetermined path was also 
a characteristic of the arrow that Arjuna used to kill Jayadratha. NBrByanB - 
stra could follow a target underground. Divyastras could usually be counte¬ 
red only by other divyastras - brahmBstra by brahmastra , agneyBstra by vdya- 
vyastra. Divyastras like ekaghnl , vai?navastra and ndrByancistra could not be 
countered by any other weapon, divya or otherwise. As mentioned above* 
divya weapons as a class were far more lethal than non -divya weapons . 71 

That divya weapons were weapons of a spectacular and rare character 
is also clear from the way that they have been presented in the Mahabhdrata. 
There is a lavish use of exuberant adjectives. Ekaghnl has been showered 
with adjectives like paramB, amoghb , anivBryB, SreythB , uttamB, asahyB , 
asahya devoir apl savBsavaih, vaijay anti , jvalant !, lelihBnB, pradlpta, jvaiitBm 
ivoikam etc. 7 * The fight with divya weapons between Arjuna and Dropa 
has been described with great awe as strange, wonderful, unheard of and as 
something that had never been seen before . 74 The application of divyastras 
is described with great grandeur and with the simultaneous occurrence of 
portents like comets and earthquakes . 78 The attempt to bring down divya¬ 
stras to the realm of the ordinary is therefore hardly convincing. 


C8 Mukherji, op. cit., p. 37. 10 Roy, op. cit. 

71 Mukherji, op. cit., p. 58. Bahadur has argued that brahmOstra was “ a piece of 
musketry not unlike the modern matchlock ” and that ngneyVstra was a “ combu¬ 
stible " form of firearm. See K. P. Bahadur, A History of Indian Civilisation, 
Vol. 1 ( Ancient India), Ess Ess Publications, New Delhi, 1979, pp. 300-301. Quite 
irrespective of whether firearms existed in the days of the RamVyana or the MahS- 
bharata or not, Bahadur’s explanation will also not do. A musket or cannon 
would not lead to the effects achieved by divya weapons. Nothing short of the 
assumption of nuclear power will do. 

” Fatality index for divya weapons was .93. This was far higher than that of most 
non -divya weapons, though not all. See Debroy, op. cit. for the fatality indices of 
of non-divya weapons. The fatality index of arrows was .23, that cf spears .53, 
that of maces .36 and that of swords 1.13. 

78 7. 154. 52-755, 7. 157. 6-7, 7. 158. 2. 76 7. 163. 67-68. 

74 7. 154. 56, 57, 7. 163. 43-44, 7.167. 1-6, 7. 172.14-31, 10. 14. 7-10, 10. 15. 23. 

% l Annals BORI) 
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This becomes clearer still when one gathers from the evidence that 
Sankalia’s contention that divya weapons were available to all and sundry 
is not a legitimate claim to make. Only ASvatthama and Kf$na knew 
the technique of applying and controlling nSrdyapastra. Arjuna bad 
gone to PaSupati by air to learn the technique of using paiupatdstra. 19 
This implies that the application of paiupatdstra was not generally known, 
nor was instruction on its use readily available. One could learn it only 
from special sources and had to carefully retain in one’s memory the techni¬ 
que of use. Ordinary soldiers in the Kuruk$etra war are never mentioned 
as having possessed any knowledge of divya weapons. They were restricted 
to ordinary weapons like bows and arrows, maces, spears, swords and 
slings. Arjuna started off with arrows and spears against the SaniSaptakas 
but soon switched over to tvQftra and vdyavyastra. The SamSaptakas 
however, continued to fight with bows and arrows. 71 The construction and 
4echniques of use of divya weapons were great secrets that were known to only 
a few select warriors. 71 Small wonder that surprise was expressed at Dropa's 
failing to vanquish the Paptfavas, when he was possessor of all divya 
weapons, including the brahmdstra . 7 ® No wonder that Dhrtarfl§fra waa 
shocked to learn that Dropa, who possessed divya weapons and to whom 
princes and brahmins came to learn the use of divya weapons, had died.** 
Similar dismay was expressed by Dhrtara$fra when he learnt of the death 
of Karpa. Kama had obtained divya weapons from ParaSurflma, he had 
possessed a divya golden spear and a divya snake-tipped arrow.” 

The possession of divya weapons was the main criterion in deter¬ 
mining a warrior’s strength. That Jayadratba could have destroyed the 
entire PSp^ava army but for Arjuna, was due to his possession of divydstrat 
and due to a boon from sand tana brahma. 91 Bhagadatta could be killed by 
Arjuna only when vaijnavdstra, which had made Bhagadatta invincible, had 
been nullified by Kr$na. 85 The idea that it is the control over divya weapons 
that is the source of a warrior’s strength is also implicit in the anecdote of 
Para§ur3ma’s curse on Karpa. Once this control over divya weapons was 
lost, the warrior’s strength was greatly diminished. 84 This idea is also 
echoed in the description of Karna bereft of his ekaghnl as an angry snake 
quietened by a mantra , a fire quenched. 88 
»■ ■ ■ 

78 7.57.15-17, 20-22, 64-81. 77 7.18.7, 11, 18,22. 

78 Also sec, Bhattacbarya, op. cit., p. 505. 78 7. 160. 1-8. 

88 7. 8.11, 7.166. 2-3, 8. 1. 37-79. 81 8. 5. 64-74, 8. 29. 1-7. 

87 7.41.18. 8* 7. 28. 34, 219* 

88 8.66.42, 1122M123*. 85 7.155.20. 
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Divyastras were hard lo get. They could be obtained only after tak¬ 
ing great pains, by borrowing or begging, and as the rewards of service or 
flattery. Usually, the original source of a divyastra is specifically mentioned. 
In some cases, the entire history of how a particular warrior obtained a 
particular divyastra is narrated in its entirety. Drona was venerated by 
princes and brahmins because of his knowledge of divyastras and was em¬ 
ployed to teach the dhanurveda to young scions of the Kaurava family** He 
taught them all, but in the course of the Kuruk$etra war we find that 
Drona had imparted special instruction to his favourite pupil Arjuna and to 
his son ASvatthSma. Drona gave the PUptfavas divyn weapons as a reward 
for fighting King Drupada. 8T He gave Arjuna Sgneyastra, which was 
a weapon that had been made by the gods and had come down to Drona 
through Bharadvfija and AgniveSya. 88 Arjuna obtained brahmaSiras from 
Dropa as a reward for saving Drona’s life. 88 Complaining of the inequity 
involved in the granting of a weapon to a student rather than to a son, 
ASvatthflma wheedled out of his father the knowledge of applying brahma• 
iiras, but the knowledge of checking it was not granted to him. 80 ASvat- 
thflma had in fact wanted to exchange brahmaSiras for Kr§pa’s sudarSana 
cakra 91 Drona had got brahman to make brahmaSiras after performing 
difficult tapasyS .•* ASvatihflma obtained nSrOyanastra from Drona and 
Drona had obtained it after worshipping NarSyana. 88 Kama had to under¬ 
go a hardship before he was trained in the knowledge of divya weapons by 
ParaSurama. 84 He got the ekaghnl in return for the protection of his natural 
armour, a birthright. 95 Arjuna obtained pdsupata after fighting Siva. 88 
After performing tapasyS , he obtained gandharvSstra from Tumbura and 
other gandharvas and passed on the knowledge to his son Abhiraanyu. 97 
Arjuna had to spend five years of training at indraiaya to acquire a knowledge 
of divySstras ." He was given vajra and aSani by Indra 88 and danda , paSa , 
prasvapana or antardhana by Yama, Varuna and Kubera respectively. 100 
Kf?pa obtained his cakra and Arjuna his gdndiva and the inexhaustible quiver 
as a reward for services rendered in the burning of Kbit pda va forest. 101 


IB 


00 

03 

84 

00 


1.120.5. 87 1.122.45. “ 1. 121.6-7. 1336*, 1337*. 

1.123.61-78. 1.123.74 mention! that there were two components to the knowledge 
of divya weapons - the knowledge of application or prayoga and the knowledge of 
checking or nivartana. 


10.12.5-8, 10.15. 1-33, 58*. 

10. 12. 13-14. 

8. 29.1-7. 

3. 41. 1-16. 

3. 42. 35-37, 3. 45. 1-6, 3. 49. 2. 


01 

08 

OS 

0t 


10. 12.12-24. 

7. 166. 43-44. 

3. 286. 10-16, 7. 155.18-22. 
7. 44. 21-22. 

3. 45. 3-5. 


lw 3. 42. 23-24. Danda is explicitly stated to have been given along with its mantra $ 

upacara, moksa and nivartana. 

101 1.216. 1-7,2112* 



12 


Armais BORI, LXVU ( 1986 ) 


Gandiva had been made by brahman and Agni fetched it from Varuna a9 
a rewaid for Arjuna. Maya, a danava, grateful at being spared at the burn¬ 
ing of Khandava forest, brought Bhiraa the mace of the King of the 
danavas , loa The river ParnaSa obtained for her son Srutayudha a divya 
mace as a boon from Varuna. 103 PfthvJ begged and obtained vaisnavasira 
as a boon from Vi§pu for her son NarakSsura, from whom it passed on to 
Bhagadatta. 104 

For a few select divya weapons, this process of transfer is illustrated 
in Table 1 ( on p. 14 ). In the first place, the table succinctly illustrates 
that divya weapons were certainly not available to all and sundry. In the 
second place, it demonstrates a rather interesting feature of divya weapons. 
The actual participants in the Kuruk$etra war learnt how to use divya 
weapons and could pass on this acquired knowledge. But they could not 
make or construct divya weapons, which therefore could not have been fire- 
tipped arrows. Divya weapons were not ordiuary weapons. As their name 
implies and as was mentioned in the beginning of this paper, their genesis 
was in the firmament. They were divine in origin, they were made by the 
gods, humans could use but not construct such weapons. 

Even when a divya weapon was obtained after great difficulty, the 
donor in some cases put restrictions on its use. A reckless use of divya 
weapons was to be avoided. Indra warned Karpa that if ekaghnl was used 
when some other weapon would have sufficed, it would boomerang upon 
Karpa himself. 105 It was only to be used as a weapon of the last resort. 
SrutByudha’s mace would destroy the user if employed on someone not 
engaged in fighting. 10 * A$vatch3ma knew that a second application of 
nardynndslra would destroy him, 107 as did Arjuna about rndnavSslra. 106 
These weapons were so rare that they had to be used with the utmost eco¬ 
nomy. Drona had asked A$vatthSm3 and Arjuna not to use brahmUstra 
upon human beings. 10 ’ In a similar vein, MaheSvara advised Arjuna not to 
use paiupaia heedlessly 110 and Narayapa advised Drona not to be rash in 
the use of ndrdyandstra . in 

There were thus two obvious reasons as to why the frequency of use 
of divya weapons was much below that of non -divya weapons. In the first 
place, not everyone possessed divya weapons. Secondly, even amongst those 
who possessed divya weapons, such weapons were used only rarely - either 
because such weapons were scarce or because there were various injunctions 
on the use of such weapons. Table 2 gives the frequency of usage of various 


*« 3. 3. 5-18. 103 7. 67. 43-46. 10 * 7. 28.22-33. 

*oa 3 .294. 31-33. *°« 7. 67. 50. 107 7.171. 27. 

*os 7 .78. 23. 551* 100 7. 123. 75. “° 3 . 4I . I5 . 

7.166.45,51. 
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divya and non -divya weapons in the Drona-parvan. xli The frequency of usage 
of all non-divya weapons taken together was 17.5 times the frequency of 
usage of all divya weapons taken together. Divya weapons were used only 
under rather special circumstances. 

. Arjuna tried out ordinary weapons on the SariSaptakas before using 
tvdflra or vayavydstra , 11S The divya weapon that Arjuna used to kill 
Jayadratha had been carefully preserved for a long time. 114 Karpa preserved 
ekaghnl with great care for Arjuna. He had to reluctantly spend it on 
Ghatotkaca because the fight with Ghafotkaca had taken a serious turn and 
there was a public appeal to Karpa to use his ekaghnl . lli Ghafotkaca 
used his vajra only after he had become infuriated, 114 and it was again anger 
that led to DroQa’s using a divyBstra upon Sfityaki 117 and brahmastra upon 
Yudhl§thira. 118 Abhimanyu similarly used gandharvQstra only after he was 
deeply wounded and angered 114 aud SStyaki used varundstra only to counter 
agneydstra. ii0 Drona used terrible divyastras only after divyatras that were 
not so terrible had had no effect. It was only when his brahmastra had 
been countered by Yudhi$|hira*s brahmastra that he used vayavyastra, lil 
and it was only after his vSyavyastra had been countered by Yuhi$thira that 
he used varupastra , ySmya, agneyastra, tvajtra , sSvitra, aindrastro and 
prSjdpatya. iu Grief at his father’s death and Arjuna’s verbal lashing led 
ASvatthfimfl to the use of agneyastra. xu 

It might be argued that divyastras were used sparingly since principles 
of righteous fighting forbade the indiscriminate use of such weapons. 1 * 4 Divya 
•weapons should not indiscriminately be used on those who were not versed 
in their use. This can at best be a partial answer, since principles of 
righteous fighting have often been violated in the course of the Kuruk$ctra 
war. A more convincing argument is that divya weapoos were sparingly 
used because they were simply in short supply.* And as we have seen, the 
evidence of the Mahdbh&rata is that humans could not construct divya 
weapons, they had to be obtained from the gods. Consequently the thesis 
that divya weapons were nothing but ordinary fire-tipped arrows cannot be 
accepted unless one disregards the textual evidence. Stated simply, there are 
only two extreme logical positions that one takes regarding the divyastras. 
One can argue that they did really exist and point to the obvious analogies 


112 The frequency of usage of non -divya weapons is reproduced from Debroy. op. cit. 
To retain comparability with the figures of this earlier paper, the figures for divya 
weapons have been computed from the Xryasastra edition of the MahdbhSra/a. 

118 7. 18.7,11,18.22. ‘ 

114 7. 121. 30-31, 1016*. 114 7.154.47-53, 7. 155. 14,2a 114 7.150.90 

111 7.73.45. 1,4 7. 132. 32-33. 7.44.21. 

”0 7.73.46. 7.132. 35-36. 

121 7. 132. 28-3f. 7.166. 

1,4 Such an argument it to be found In Valdya, op, oit„ p. 253| 
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with a civilization possessing nuclear power and argue that our knowledge 
of historical reality is at best incomplete. On the other band, one might 
argue that these wonderful dtvya weapons do not fit in with what is known 
of historical reality and therefore they must all have been imaginary. In 
both of these extreme positions, one admits the wonderful characteristics 
of these divya weapons. A mid-way position that tries to align the divya 
weapons to what is known of historical reality by attempting to bring 
down these weapons to the level of the ordinary, runs counter to the internal 
evidence of the Mahabharata. 


APPENDIX 
Table 1 

Process of transfer of select divya weapons 


Name of 
weapon 

Possessor or 
owner in 
Kuruk?etra 

Original 
owner / 
maker 

Reference 

dhanu 

Dropa 

Angiras 

7.164.122 

gadd 

devadatta 

Bhlma 

YauvanSSva via Maya 

2.315-318 

iahkha 

Arjuna 

Varupa via Maya 

2317 

valfpavOstra 

Bbagadatta 

Vi$nu via Naraklsura 

738.22-34 

ekaghnl 

Karpa 

Indra 

3.286.10-16,7.155.18-22 

gadd 

Srutfiyudha 

Varupa 

7.154.51-62,7.155.11-22 

mBnavastra 

Arjuna 

Brahman via Indra 

7.78.18-23, 551* 

ndrayapdsira 

ASvattbama 

Narayapa via Drona 

7.166.37, 43-44 

agneydslra 

ASvatthamfl, 

Gods via BharadvBja, 

1.121.6.7, 1336* 


Arjuna 

♦AgniveSya, Dropa 

1337* 

brahma liras 

A$valth8m8, 

Arjuna 

Brahman via Dropa 

1.123.61-78,10.12.5-8 

pd&upata 

Arjuna 

Pa&upali 

3.41.1-16 

gandharvdstra 

Abhimanyu 

Gandharvas via 


• 

gdpdiva and 


Arjuna 

7.44.21-22 

inexhuastible 

Arjuna 

Brahman via Vanina 

• 


quiver 


and Agni 

1.216.1-7,2112* 

vajra , alani 

Arjuna 

Indra 

3.42.35-37,3.45.1-6, 
3.49.2 

danda 

Arjuna 

Yama 

3.42.23-24 

pdfa 

prasvdpana, 

Arjuna 

Varupa 

3.42.25-30 

antardhdna 

Arjuna 

Kubera 

3.42.31-34 

vqjra 

Gha(otkaca 

Rudra 

7.150.90 
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Table 2 

Frequency of usage of difya and non-divya weapons in tbe Drona-parvan 


Non-ttfvya 

frequency 

Divya frequency 

bOpa 

1150 

dhanu 

31 

tula type 

276 

bana 

2 

khadga 

107 

sthulakarnabdna 

1 

gads 

83 

cakra 

2 

pdta 

3 

iakti 

1 

vajra 

6 

gada 

2 

bhuiundl 

5 

tritula 

1 

aimaguda 

1 

brahma sir a 

19 

cakra 

8 

vayavydstra 

9 

nOllka 

4 

varupastra 

4 

kapapa 

2 

trastra 

4 

bhindlpdla 

7 

dgneydstra 

4 

ayoguda 

6 

pdiupata 

2 

iataghnl 

8 

vajra 

l 

prastara 

11 

dditya 

1 

Total 

1677 

gandharvdstra 

1 


jyotlja 

mantrastra 

yamya 

sdvttra 

prSjSpatya 

mahendrSstra 

vaiwavSstra 

manavBstra 

sarvastraghatin 

narayandstra 

ekaghni 

Total 


96 



